Chapter

MANSOUR,   THE   SLAVE

RIDING southeast from Um-el-Akmit one day with Sheik
Mitkhal and twenty of his men, to visit the ruins of an
old Omayid fortress, we came upon a bamboo wand, the
height of a man, planted on a desert hilltop, with a black
rag fluttering in the wind.

Beneath the hill on lower ground, a half mile farther
south, were the tents of a Beni Hassan encampment. We
drew rein where the wand stood, and with his binoculars
Mitkhal showed me several other signal wands, planted
on distant hilltops, circling right and left, so that no
rider could approach the camp without noting them.

"There will be six, in a wide circle," he said, "with yet
a seventh in the menzil^ and presently you will see a rare
thing, lamentable."

Ordinarily, on entering an encampment, we rode decor-
ously to the sheik's tent, dismounted, and were silent until
the sheik came forth to greet us.

But now, as we approached, Mitkhal began shouting
and the men who rode with him, all except myself, joined
in the clamor:

"Ilmin hasswad? [For wliom is the blackening?]"
they yelled, again and again.

Tribesmen of the friendly Beni Hassan, emerging from
their tents and gathering before their sheik's, shouted
back to us in chorus: